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Abstract Italian vocational training policies are effective in strengthening the human capital of the weak subjects. In fact, 
they are principally targeted towards school drop-outs, low educated adults, migrants, and other groups characterized by 
social exclusion. Nevertheless, such result does not automatically translate into increased employability and higher integration 
into the labour market. This paper explores the synergic effect of vocational training and other active labour market policies to 
enhance the employment of the disadvantaged targets. It is based on the results of a CATI survey on a representative sample 
of vocational training students in Piedmont (North-West Italy), including a proper comparison group. The net impact 
evaluation provides a positive impact of the training courses on individual’s employability, and it suggests a sort of 
“multiplier effect” whenever the trainees experience a well-designed set of active labour market policies downstream the 
training. Hence, it is strongly recommended that policy makers design a conjoint strategy to accompany more disadvantaged 
targets, overcoming the customary departure between education and labour market policy, and embracing a global 
programming idea centred on the individual and his multiple needs.
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1. Introduction
The serious effects of the latest economic crisis on labour market dynamics devoted most of the social
attention to the weak subjects (women, migrants, low-educated adults, youth), who above all suffer the dramatic 
consequences of job disruption and diffused unemployment. The issue is particularly critical whenever the 
economic context is characterized by discontinuous job careers, low or moderate wages, and poor welfare
protection, as often the case in Italy. Therefore, the debate about factors enhancing the employability of the 
disadvantaged targets and their labour market insertion is pregnant for policy makers. Exhibiting low human 
capital and skills, and experiencing frequent failures and long unemployment spells, such individuals are 
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generally discouraged and need some specific and person-tailored policy intervention to enter the labour force
again.
This paper explores the role of vocational training (VT) policies in recovering the employability gap of the 
weak subjects in Italy. In particular, it investigates the empirical nexus between the net effect of VT and other 
active labour market programmes, analyzing the placement outcomes of a representative sample of VT students 
in Piedmont (North-West Italy). It emerges that the positive impact of VT courses in the medium term is further 
strengthened by the participation to a complete and well-designed set of active labour market policies (ALMP) 
downstream the training.
2. Vocational training and active labour market policies: who and where?
Traditionally, Italian VT courses mostly address to the weak subjects: the VT mission specifically consists in 
recovering individual disadvantage within the labour market, strengthening their professionalizing human capital,
and explicitly dealing with their personal barriers to labour market insertion.
On the other hand, the varied bulk of ALMP does not currently show an adequate systemic integration
downstream the training, in Piedmont as in the rest of Italy: most individuals go through local public or private 
employment centres, as well as through many other informal labour service suppliers (volunteer and religious 
associations, labour unions, training centres). However, they do not generally experience a well-designed set of 
person-specific interventions, which should characterize in three fundamental steps: individual’s reception, 
professional orientation, and job accompaniment.
In the present sample, about seven trainees over ten have been assisted in the CV editing and job interviews;
one over two experienced apprenticeship and work demand/supply matching; two over five avail of vocational 
guidance and similar services [1]. Anyhow, just one third trainees did experience a well-designed set of ALMPs,
while about 10% did receive no assistance at all. 
Such fragmentary configuration is due to a substantial lack of coordination between education and labour 
market policies, which are generally designed and managed within different departments. This study shows how 
the impact of VT policies is strengthened by the individual’s participation to a complete bundle of ALM 
programmes. 
3. Dataset and methodology
The paper adopts a non-experimental counterfactual approach, based on a representative sample of not 
employed individuals enrolled in a selection of VT courses in 2011, which were financed by Regione Piemonte 
through ESF resources. Limiting the evaluation to individuals who were not employed at enrolment allows a 
clean-cut estimate of the placement outcomes.
The counterfactual methodology is particularly awkward in non-experimental contexts like the present one, 
since it requires an appropriate ex post selection of the comparison sample [2]. Whenever a satisfactory 
benchmark is identified, the counterfactual approach is by far preferable, allowing an estimate of the net policy 
effects, irrespective of the situations that would have anyhow happened.
Here, the factual group consists of a representative sample of trainees, both within specialization and base 
qualification courses, while the counterfactual group consists of no-shows, i.e. VT students who dropped-out for 
either working or personal reasons. No-shows were preferred to generic unemployed individuals, since in Italy 
the unemployed people enrolled in VT are much different in unobservable characteristics than the average 
unemployed [3]. Hence, the customary random matching approach on observables would not get the net impact 
estimation rid of the selection bias [4].
In order to assess the significant net effects of training policies, the sampled trainees attended a selection of 
VT courses characterized by an adequate numerousness and a sufficiently long training period. Micro-data were 
extracted from monitoring and administrative databases, needing careful pre-processing in order to get rid of 
missing values and multiple records. The target population was quantified in 9,605 individuals, whereof 1,532 
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were included in a stratified sampling design. The six strata identify the VT typology (compulsory education, 
basic knowledge for low-educated adults and foreigners, specialization) and the participation to whatever ALMP 
downstream the training (yes/no), controlling for gender, nationality, and age. The control group consists of 491
individuals out of 1,568 no-shows, who were sampled following the same procedure applied to the factual group.
The anomalous littleness of the counterfactual sample is due to the littleness of the corresponding target, but it is 
partially balanced by its high homogeneity in the unobservables with the trainees. 
The uncertain quality of the available administrative and monitoring micro-data did not allow to base the 
placement evaluation exclusively on them, since it is difficult to assess their effective meaning and reliability [5].
Hence, personal information about pre- and post-training periods were collected by CATI, farther allowing the 
validation of the administrative databases.
4. The net impact of vocational training policies: a multivariate evaluation
The net impact of VT policies is assessed by multivariate probit analysis, investigating the individual 
probability of employment about one year downstream the training. The model in table 1 explains the effect of 
VT on the dichotomous employment status (yes/no), controlling for some personal characteristics including 
gender, age, and citizenship. It emerges that women, as well as non EU migrants, experience significant 
difficulties within the labour market with respect to their counterparts, proving to be weak subjects. On the 
contrary, EU migrants do not show significant differences with respect to the Italian counterpart.
Moreover, employability is directly proportional to education and age (in a decreasing fashion), while 
extensive unemployment spells upstream the training do negatively affect the employment probability 
downstream the training. Hence, prolonged unemployment periods represent latent difficulties for the individual 
(personal attitudes, repeated failures, discouragement), affecting his performance within the labour market. 
Furthermore, students who dropped out because formally or informally hired are clearly more likely to be 
employed about one year later. Additionally, the individual attitude towards job search strategies proves to raise 
significantly the employment probability, but the effect is decreasing with job search intensity. 
Finally, both proxies of parental employment status and education, and proxies of current living conditions 
(number and type of cohabiters, home type, technological and vehicle equipment, etc.) do not significantly affect 
individual employability (not shown). 
Table 1. The base probit model
Variable Coefficient S.E. Variable Coefficient S.E.
Female -0.394*** 0.130 Job_search 0.406** 0.192
Age 0.080*** 0.027 JS_intensity (#) -0.092*** 0.021
Age2 -0.001*** 0.000 VT 0.901*** 0.342
Education (years) 0.075*** 0.021 Education * VT -0.060** 0.026
Non EU migrant -0.261* 0.145 Female * VT 0.386** 0.155
EU migrant 0.181 0.146 Non EU migrant * VT 0.256 0.180
Upstream unemployment (months) -0.024*** 0.004 OSS * VT 0.679*** 0.121
Drop-out for hiring 0.822*** 0.127 _cons -2.290*** 0.494
Pseudo-R2 = 0.1087; N = 1482
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01
Concerning the net impact of VT, it significantly raises the overall employment probability of about 16%,
controlling for those VT drop-outs hired during the training. However, the impact is stronger in the case of the 
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weak subjects: both in women and non EU migrants, the observed disadvantage is perfectly recovered among the 
trainees (female vs. female * VT; non EU migrants vs. non EU migrants * VT). In fact, the average marginal 
effects in table 2 show a significant disadvantage in the non treated subjects, which vanishes among the trainees.
Hence, the results confirm the effectiveness of Piedmont VT policies in recovering the employment gap of the 
weak subjects, as the original mission required. Finally, the model confirms an additional effect of the training 
courses addressed to the social and healthcare assistants, which proved particularly effective.
Table 2. VT Average Marginal Effects
Variable AME S.E.
Female@
              VT = 0 -0.126** 0.041
              VT = 1 -0.003 0.030
Non EU migrant@
              VT = 0 -0.057* 0.043
              VT = 1 0.421 0.039
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01
5. Active labour market policies: a multiplier effect?
Section 4 proves the significant and positive net effect of VT policies on the individual’s employability,
especially in the weak subjects. However, VT policies are just a small part of ALMPs [6]. Further investigation 
finds a positive effect of ALMPs other than VT on the present sample (table 3). Adding the corresponding 
variables to the base model in table 1, it emerges that employability is significantly improved whenever the 
subject attends some kind of non curricular traineeship or apprenticeship (AML_stage). The effect is significantly 
higher in the comparison group, which did not benefit from curricular traineeship.
Moreover, it is not a spot participation to any ALMP (ALMP_participation) which boosts individual 
employability, rather it is the attendance to a well-designed set of ALMPs (ALMP_full), consisting in person-
specific reception, professional orientation, and job accompaniment. However, this effect proves significant just 
in the case of the trainees, whose employment probability is increased of about 10%. Hence, the effect of VT is 
amplified in connection with ALMPs downstream the training. Though, ALMPs do not show any separate effect
by target (e.g. gender, citizenship). 
At the present moment, this is due to the complete lack of a systemic policy design caring about both the 
training and the labour market insertion of the individual. But the present results show that the overall 
employability would substantially benefit from a conjoint programming of education and labour market policies,
mostly addressed to the weak targets.
6. Concluding remarks
This paper explores the connection between VT policies and ALMPs, clarifying that ALMPs “multiply” the 
positive net effect of VT on individual employability. The analysis is based on a representative sample of VT 
students in Piedmont in 2011. It emerges the positive net effect of VT on the trainees’ medium-term 
employability. In accordance with the historical mission of Italian VT, the effect proves stronger in the weak 
targets (women, non Eu migrants). Presently, in Italy there is no systemic connection between VT policies and 
the complex bulk of ALMPs designed to favour labour market insertion. This paper proves that the trainees’ 
employability is improved by their participation to a well-designed ALM programme, which professionally 
orients the individual and cares of his labour market insertion in conjunction with or downstream the training.
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Since no specific programming was provided and the participation to ALMPs was devoted to personal choice, no 
target-specific effect is observed. However, the impact is clearly positive in the case of the trainees, and not 
significant in the case of the drop-outs. Hence, a conjoint strategy between education and labour market policy is 
socially desirable, which embraces a global programming idea centred on the individual and his multiple needs, 
rather than on the mere supply of specialised training and employment services.
Table 3. Effect of ALMPs in the base model
Variable Coefficient S.E.
ALMP_participation -0.068 0.125
ALM_stage@
                        VT=0 0.335** 0.158
[0.096]
                        VT=1 0.234** 0.097
[0.072]
ALMP_full@
                        VT=0 -0.116 0.604
                        VT=1 0.353** 0.173
[0.103]
Trainees ALMP_full@
                        Female = 0 0.349 0.214
                        Female =1 0.234 0.226
                        Non EU migrant = 0 0.293 0.180
                        Non EU migrant = 1 0.304 0.316
* p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01 - AME in square brackets for significant coefficients
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